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Abstract
In the aftermath of various corporate scandals, management research and practice have taken great interest in ethical leader-
ship. Ethical leadership is referred to as “normatively appropriate conduct” (Brown et al. in Organ Behav Hum Decis Process 
97(2):117–134, 2005), but the prescriptive norms that actually underlie this understanding constitute an open question. We 
address this research gap by turning to relational models theory (Fiske in Structures of social life: the four elementary forms 
of human relations, Free Press, New York, 1991), which contextualizes four distinct moralities in four distinct interactional 
norms (i.e., the relational models). We expect that the norms inherent in each model dictate the type of leader relationship 
that followers deem ethical. Specifically, we hypothesize that, for each norm, followers will perceive leaders as less ethical 
the more discrepant, i.e., the more incongruent, followers’ ideal relational norm is with the perceived norm that they attribute 
to their actual leader–follower interaction. We tested the respective incongruence hypothesis in a cross-sectional survey of 
101 Dutch employees. Polynomial regression and surface response analyses provide support for the hypothesized incongru-
ence effects in each of the four relational models, suggesting that normatively appropriate conduct should not be limited to 
caring (i.e., community-oriented) behaviors. Indeed, all four relational models can predict ethical leadership perceptions. 
We discuss the implications in the context of ethical leadership research and managerial practice.
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With corporate fraud and corruption scandals making the 
headlines, corporate leaders have come under increasing 
pressure to reinforce business ethics (e.g., Mukherjee 2016; 
Sherman 2017). In their roles as strategic decision-makers 
and representatives of company values, ethical leaders are 
expected to define, exemplify, and promote ethical stand-
ards to their employees through their words and deeds (e.g., 
Treviño et al. 2003). However, we also know that leadership 
is partly constructed in the mind of the follower (Hernan-
dez and Sitkin 2012; Lord and Maher 1991/2002; Meindl 
1995); in this regard, a leader’s ethical intentions may not 
fit a follower’s individual conception of ethical leadership. 
For instance, in an effort to keep the organization profitable, 
a leader may consider it a necessary and morally appropri-
ate business practice to cut personnel costs via temporary 
work contracts. On the other hand, employees may regard 
such actions as a violation of the employer’s duty to show 
loyalty and care, hence exploitative and morally inappropri-
ate. Whether an interaction is perceived as ethical seems 
to depend on the relational normset that individuals refer 
to in the present situation. Thus, the question arises: What 
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are the normsets that constitute ethical leadership and what 
role does the relational context play herein? In short, when 
do followers perceive their leaders as ethical and when they 
do not?

In organizational research, a highly influential concep-
tion of ethical leadership stems from Brown and colleagues 
(2005). Drawing on social learning theory, Brown and col-
leagues conceptualize ethical leadership as “normatively 
appropriate conduct” (2005, p. 120). Their work has formed 
the starting point for many leadership studies with a focus 
on ethics. Numerous empirical studies have demonstrated 
a positive impact of ethical leadership, e.g., on employee 
deviance, as well as their perceptions of distributive justice 
and ethical climate (for recent meta-analyses see Bedi et al. 
2016; Hoch et al. 2016; Ng and Feldman 2015). Nonethe-
less, Brown and colleagues’ conceptualization has also been 
widely criticized for being too vague to work with (Giessner 
and Quaquebeke 2010; Hannah et al. 2014; Hoch et al. 2016; 
Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe 2008) as the authors do not 
determine the form and nature of morality underlying ethical 
leadership. Despite subsequent studies’ efforts for clarifica-
tion (Eisenbeiss 2012; Kalshoven et al. 2011; Resick et al. 
2006; Riggio et al. 2010), to date, no effective framework 
has been formulated to explain individual and contextual 
differences in ethical leadership evaluations. This raises a 
question about the validity of a normative foundation.

In order to delineate the normative foundation of ethical 
leadership, Giessner and Van Quaquebeke (2010) proposed a 
relational framework that the present study elaborates on and 
empirically supports. They rely on relational models theory 
(Fiske 1991; Haslam 2004) mainly for two reasons: First, 
it provides a comprehensive and exhaustive taxonomy of 
social relations and may therefore offer meaningful insights 
into the dynamics of follower–leader interactions. Second, 
it prescribes coordination norms to each postulated relation-
ship type (i.e., the relational models: communal sharing, 
authority ranking, equal matching, and market pricing), 
and in this way defines the boundaries of acceptable moral 
behavior (Giessner and Quaquebeke 2010; Rai and Fiske 
2011). The authors assume that followers coordinate and 
evaluate interactions with their leaders according to the four 
relational models—or more precisely, accordingly to the 
moral normsets inherent to each relational model.

Building on Giessner and Van Quaquebeke (2010), we 
outline the RMT as a contextualized moral framework in 
which follower–leader interactions need to suit the morality 
of the given relationship type in order to be judged ethi-
cal. Based on implicit leadership theories, we argue that 
followers hold expectations about the ideal shape of their 
leader–follower interaction. Consequently, ethical leader-
ship perceptions will depend on the overlap between fol-
lowers’ ideal expectations (i.e., the normset followers hold 
appropriate for the given interaction) and their perceptions 

of the actual leader–follower interaction (i.e., the normset 
they prescribe to the interaction). In other words, we pre-
dict that higher discrepancies (i.e., incongruence) between 
followers’ ideal and current relational models will lead fol-
lowers to appraise their leaders as less ethical. We test our 
incongruence hypothesis by applying polynomial regression 
and response surface analyses to a cross-sectional sample. 
By testing whether each moral normset (i.e., each rela-
tional model) may serve as a reference framework for ethi-
cal leader evaluations, we are able to scrutinize Brown and 
colleagues’ key assumption about the normative nature of 
ethical leadership.

In sum, our study advances ethical leadership research 
in manifold ways. First, we seek to underpin Brown and 
colleagues’ definition of ethical leadership with a frame-
work that is soundly rooted in social relationship research. 
Second, our investigation lends strong support to the notion 
that ethical leadership is not a behavioral prescription, but 
a perception phenomenon. Lastly, our research emphasizes 
that followers construe ethical leadership based on the fit 
between relational framings. Our investigation nuances 
overly simplistic recommendations about solely bolstering 
leaders’ caring behaviors; instead we argue that leaders must 
actively engage with followers’ expectations in order to be 
perceived ethically.

Ethical Leadership as Normatively 
Appropriate Conduct

Despite the lack of consensus about the definition of eth-
ics or morals (cf. Haidt 2008; Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe 
2008), it is indisputable that they pertain to socially accepted 
principles of how people relate to each other (Gini 1997; 
Haidt 2008). For instance, Toffler (1986) describes ethics 
as “rules or standards” that “govern behaviors,” involving 
the kind of morals (i.e., principles of right and wrong) that 
individuals and groups deem appropriate (p. 10). Speaking 
of leadership in terms of interpersonal influence (e.g., Yukl 
2002) thus invariably links leadership to ethical concerns 
(Ciulla 1995; Hoch et al. 2016; Northouse 2010). In order 
to be effective, i.e., for a leader’s influence being accepted, 
leaders must know how to relate to their followers in an 
appropriate way (Hernandez and Sitkin 2012).

In order to account for the central role of ethics in leader-
ship, Brown and colleagues (2005) developed the construct 
of ethical leadership. They define ethical leadership as “the 
demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through 
personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the pro-
motion of such conduct to followers through two-way com-
munication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (2005, 
p. 120). Drawing on a social learning perspective (Bandura 
1977, 1986), the authors envisioned ethical leaders acting as 
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role models to subordinates (Brown et al. 2005). By reward-
ing appropriate and disciplining inappropriate conduct, 
leaders inform followers about an organization’s expected 
behaviors; by embodying ethical standards themselves, lead-
ers encourage emulation.

Their ethical leadership scale (ELS; Brown et al. 2005) is 
the most commonly used operationalization in ethical leader-
ship research thus far. Herein, Brown and colleagues (2005) 
chose a descriptive approach. Based on interviews and litera-
ture research (Brown et al. 2005; Treviño et al. 2003), ELS 
describes expectations of leader behavior while leaving the 
nature and number of moralities that constitute appropriate 
leader conduct to rater’s individual perspective. Brown and 
colleagues argue “what is deemed appropriate behavior is 
somewhat context dependent” (2005, p. 120) and thus take 
a relativistic position on the definition on appropriateness.

Brown and colleagues’ (2005) work quickly garnered 
scientific interest and prompted numerous studies. Empiri-
cal studies have found that ethical leadership has a positive 
impact on followers’ attitudes (e.g., supervisor satisfaction) 
and behaviors (e.g., counterproductive work behavior), on 
relational outcomes (e.g., leader effectiveness; see recent 
meta-analyses by Bedi et al. 2016; Hoch et al. 2016; Ng and 
Feldman 2015), firm performance (Eisenbeiss et al. 2014), 
and on management level (Mayer et al. 2009). Comparative 
meta-analyses further highlight that, in ethics-related out-
comes, ethical leadership exhibits incremental validity over 
alternative leadership styles and concepts (e.g., transforma-
tional leadership, interactional fairness; Hoch et al. 2016; 
Ng and Feldman 2015).

Naturally, the proliferation of interest in Brown and col-
leagues’ (2005) work has invited some criticism. One major 
concern lies with their descriptive approach to defining ethi-
cal leadership (Eisenbeiss 2012; Giessner and Quaquebeke 
2010; Hannah et al. 2014; Hoch et al. 2016). Critics argue 
that research “has provided little prescriptive information as 
to the specific nature and forms of ethical behaviors” (Hoch 
et al. 2016, p. 24). ELS items describing the leader as some-
one who “has the best interests of employees in mind” and 
“conducts his/her life in an ethical manner” (Brown et al. 
2005, p. 126) are not specific enough to guide leaders in 
being ethical. Even worse, under the cloak of subjective ethi-
cality, ELS items do not necessarily exclude dysfunctional 
behaviors (Hannah et al. 2014).

In an attempt to address this critique, subsequent studies 
tried to add a normative component to ethical leadership 
research by drawing upon a behavioral, characterological or 
value-driven approach (Eisenbeiss 2012; Kalshoven et al. 
2011; Resick et al. 2006; Riggio et al. 2010). Respective 
studies conjecture that an ethical leader is characterized by 
the presence of a set of behaviors, traits, or values. These 
efforts have generated more concrete material to work with, 
but simultaneously invited significant concerns. Specifically, 

just as with the ELS, the resulting ethical leadership meas-
ures seek to represent a norm by compiling behaviors, traits, 
or values (derived from various literature and interviews) 
into a full range of ethical leader conduct. In fact, however, 
they reflect a set of expectations about good leader quali-
ties selected by the researchers. None of the ethical leader-
ship measures is based on a comprehensive and exhaustive 
theoretical framework of norms. By implication, a leader 
who does not exhibit the hypothetical full range would 
appear less ethical. Yet, as Brown and colleagues (2005) 
acknowledge, there are individual and contextual differences 
about what constitutes morally right and appropriate leader 
conduct. Indeed, empirical research supports this assump-
tion by showing variations in ethical behavior within and 
across groups, cultures, and societies (Parsons and Shils 
1951; Power et al. 1989; Resick et al. 2006; Selznick 1992). 
Existent ethical leadership measures provide us with a fairly 
limited understanding of individual and contextual differ-
ences that may render certain leader behavior more or less 
appropriate resulting in a biased view on the phenomenon. 
Moreover, as the measures generally do not rely on a theo-
retical framework of norms, there is an open question about 
whether the key assumption—that ethical leadership com-
prises normatively appropriate behavior—is valid.

Part of the issue for these studies is that they follow a 
leader-centric approach; as such, they focus on leader behav-
iors and attributes as perceived by their followers. Yet, 
Brown and colleagues (2005) refer to ethical leadership as 
a “two-way communication” (p. 120): a process between 
follower and leader in which interpersonal relations play a 
vital role. Recent accounts in leadership research support a 
relational understanding of leadership stressing that it is a 
socially constructed process to which leaders and followers 
mutually contribute (e.g., Huang et al. 2008; Van Gils et al. 
2010). Hence, leader-centric studies tell only one side of the 
story and therefore cannot embrace the entire complexity 
of ethical leadership. In order to understand the normative 
foundation of ethical leadership, we need to understand the 
basic kind of social relationships follower and leader engage 
in.

Relational Models Theory 
as a Contextualized Moral Framework

One exhaustive, yet concise framework for studying social 
structures is the relational models theory (RMT; Fiske 1991; 
Haslam 2004). Based on classical social psychological and 
anthropological research (see Fiske and Haslam 2005 for a 
detailed review), RMT identifies and describes four cogni-
tive schemas—the relational models (RMs) communal shar-
ing, authority ranking, equal matching, and market pric-
ing—that people use in order to structure their manifold 
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social interactions. RMs integrate social cues, help to make 
sense of human behavior, and offer guidance when estab-
lishing and evaluating appropriate conduct. They rely on 
binding rules in order to generate and maintain cooperative 
relationships. In a nutshell, RMs are “shared [mental] mod-
els of how people should coordinate with each other” (Fiske 
and Haslam 2005, p. 267).

It is important to note that each RM comes with a dis-
tinct normset (Fiske 1991). As such, each RM is assumed 
to work as a reference framework for most social-relational 
cognition, including moral judgment. Fiske (1991) claims 
that most moral imperatives derive from the four RMs, as 
they capture the social rules that people regard as obliga-
tory. In support of his claim, Fiske (1991, 1992) reviewed 
principal research (including the landmark scholarship of 
Piaget 1932/1973; and Weber 1922/1978) in order to estab-
lish links between each relational structure and ethically 
relevant social phenomena. Fiske (1992) concluded that, 
because each relationship type entails specific obligations, 
the coordination norms of each RM are internally perceived 
as fair and legitimate in making a relationship work. In the 
following, we will briefly characterize each RM as postu-
lated by Fiske (1991). Herein, we will focus on the underly-
ing morality:

Communal sharing (CS) interactions are structured with 
respect to equivalence, i.e., whether people share a common 
substance or are on the same team. The model involves a 
morality that is best described as a “one-for-all and all-for-
one” morality (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010, p. 46). 
It is considered morally correct, fair, or just if members 
of this relationship take according to their needs and give 
according to their abilities. CS interactions are often charac-
terized as loving, altruistic, and caring. Fiske (1991, 1992) 
builds the CS morality on social phenomena such as altruism 
(Blum 1987), in-group favoritism (Tajfel 1982), commit-
ment to loving relationships (Gilligan 1982), and distribu-
tion according to need in justice research (e.g., Tindale and 
Davis 1985).

Authority ranking (AR) interactions are structured with 
respect to ordered differences along a hierarchical social 
dimension, such as professional standing in a company. 
The model involves a morality that is best described as a 
“noblesse oblige” morality (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 
2010, p. 46), in which those in power are compelled toward 
directive guidance and social responsibility. People con-
sider AR interactions to be morally correct, fair, or just if 
higher-ranked individuals receive a larger share of resources, 
respect, and loyalty as long as they accept responsibility 
over lower-ranked individuals whom they guide, instruct, 
and protect. Fiske (1992) builds the AR morality on social 
phenomena such as religious devotion, children’s concep-
tion of rules (Piaget 1932/1973), and moral attributions to 
authority roles (Hamilton 1978).

Equal matching (EM) interactions are structured with 
respect to uniform contributions and balanced reciprocities. 
The model involves a morality that is best described as a 
“tit for tat” morality (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010, 
p. 46), in which people keep track of imbalances, engaging 
in both positive and negative reciprocities (e.g., revengeful 
actions). The unit of exchange plays a major role in this 
model: Any accepted favor appears as morally correct, just, 
or fair so long as it is repaid by an action of similar value. 
It is the perceived value that counts and not the actual dif-
ference in value. Fiske (1991) builds the EM morality on 
ultimatum bargaining research (Guth et al. 1982), the equal-
ity principle in distributing rewards (e.g., Tindale and Davis 
1985), and Rawls’ (1971) theory of justice, among other 
examples.

Market pricing (MP) interactions are structured with 
respect to ratios of a previously negotiated utility metric, 
such as with prices. The model involves a morality that is 
best described as a “greatest goods for the wealthiest” moral-
ity (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010, p. 46). All relevant 
features and components of the relationship are reduced to 
the proportionality of a socially meaningful utility metric. 
In short, what matters is how much you get in exchange for 
your input. Interactions are considered to be morally correct, 
just, or fair if they follow previously agreed rules based on 
cost–benefit calculations, such as in employment contracts. 
Fiske (1991) builds the MP morality on principles of means-
ends efficiency (Weber 1922/1978), equity theory (Adams 
1965), achievement motivation (McClelland 1961/1976), 
and moral commitments in social contract theories (e.g., 
Hamilton 1978), among other examples.

RMT has found considerable empirical evidence in both 
quantitative and qualitative research across cultures and 
research fields, including organizational behavior (for an 
overview see Haslam 2004; for a more comprehensive bib-
liography, see http://www.rmt.ucla.edu). Research supports 
the number of proposed mental models, their discreteness 
and coherence, as well as their relevance in everyday social 
cognition (e.g., Fiske et al. 1991; Fiske and Haslam 1997; 
Haslam and Fiske 1992). Herein, several studies investigated 
the link between RMs and fairness perceptions (Connelley 
and Folger 2004; Fiddick and Cummins 2007; Goodnow 
1998).

According to Fiske (1992), people prescribe RMs to 
their relationships with interaction partners based on spe-
cific aspects of their interactions and meaningful individual 
attributes that capture their attention. Consequently, it is 
possible that a follower construes the follower–leader rela-
tionship along a different RM than the leader or an observer 
would do. As a prescriptive moral framework, RMT not only 
accounts for individual differences in moral conception—it 
also illuminates the contexts in which a particular morality 
becomes most appropriate (Rai and Fiske 2011). In that vein, 

http://www.rmt.ucla.edu
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Rai and Fiske (2011) argue that there is no such thing as 
universally fair actions: “any given action will be judged as 
right, just, fair, honorable, pure, virtuous, or morally correct 
when it occurs in some social-relational contexts and will 
be judged as wrong when it occurs in other social-relational 
contexts” (p. 57). They stress that context wields serious 
influence over nearly every aspect of social behavior and 
cognition—moral cognition is no exception. Reviewing 
examples from social, cognitive, and evolutionary psychol-
ogy, the authors argue that morality is inseparable from the 
relational context in which it takes place as its function lies 
in the “generation and maintenance of long-term social-
cooperative relationships with others” (p. 59). As each RM 
involves a morality that is embedded in the respective rela-
tional structure, Rai and Fiske (2011) advocate that RMT 
can be an effective contextualized moral framework. Con-
sequently, the relational structure between two interactants 
determines the kind of morality that is deemed appropriate.

Contextual differences are accounted for inasmuch as 
according to RMT, people do not exclusively use a single 
mental model for their relationship with an interactant (Fiske 
1991; Haslam 2004). For instance, one can follow an AR 
relationship with the supervisor for performance reviews, a 
CS relationship for brainstorming meetings and carpool to 
work with that person based on an EM principle. Nonethe-
less, Fiske (1991) assumes that one predominant RM will 
characterize a given relationship, with other RMs being 
nested within. Moreover, the same behavior can indicate dif-
ferent RMs depending on the context. For instance, within a 
team-centric culture, helping out a teammate at work may be 
a duty and therefore seen along the MP schema. However, 
helping the same person outside of work may follow a dif-
ferent relational schema, such as EM that obliges individuals 
to return favors.

Relational Models Theory to Understand 
Normatively Appropriate Leader Conduct

In their theoretical paper, Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 
(2010) propose that RMT’s prescriptive moral framework 
and contextual flexibility can be used to develop a better 
understanding of normatively appropriate conduct in ethical 
leadership. The authors reason that, although ethical lead-
ership research has mainly relied on leader characteristics 
that fall within a CS framework, each RM may serve as a 
reference framework to ethical leadership.

The predominance of the CS framework is clear in the 
literature: In Brown and colleagues’ ELS (2005), ethical 
leaders are supposed to show care and concern, “listen to 
what employees have to say” and have “the best interests of 
employees in mind” (p. 126); transformational leaders are 
supposed to respond to followers’ individual needs (Bass 

1985; Burns 1978); servant leaders are supposed to show 
empathic, caring, and team-building behaviors (Greenleaf 
1977; Liden et al. 2008). However, caring and considerate 
behavior may not appear appropriate to everyone and in 
every given context. For instance, attending to the needs of 
a working single parent may appear fair to the single parent, 
but unfair to team members who value equal treatment. In 
times of crisis, a directive and authoritarian leader may be 
perceived as more appropriate than a leader who is primarily 
concerned with pleasing everybody’s needs. Giessner and 
Van Quaquebeke (2010) conclude that the considerate and 
caring leader is largely overestimated in the ethical leader-
ship literature and give examples of how each RM morality 
can be linked to ethical leadership.

According to the social learning perspective (Bandura 
1977, 1986), ethical leaders are supposed to function as role 
models (Brown et al. 2005). In their higher-ranked position, 
leaders are assigned the power to control resources and affect 
followers’ behavior. However, an ethical leader is expected 
to use this power responsibly and model ethical behaviors to 
trigger emulation processes in followers. This accords with 
the “noblesse oblige” morality inherent in the AR model 
(Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010). Furthermore, Brown 
and colleagues (2005) describe the leader–follower relation-
ship in terms of social exchange. Social exchange relation-
ships typically depend on norms of reciprocity (Gouldner 
1960): By offering fair and caring treatment beyond what is 
mandated, leaders are thought to encourage beyond-the-call-
of-duty behavior in followers (Brown and Treviño 2006). 
Such a “tit for tat” morality is reflected in the EM model 
(Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010). Lastly, Giessner and 
Van Quaquebeke (2010) argue that the “greatest goods for 
the wealthiest” morality, inherent in the MP model, perme-
ates capitalistic contexts. Herein, interactants strive to maxi-
mize their gain when negotiating their input–output ratio, 
such as in employment contract negotiations. The focus on 
personal gain may explain why this morality has rarely been 
linked to ethical leadership literature. However, studies show 
that employees feel morally obliged to fulfill the require-
ments of their employment contracts and judge incompli-
ance with job descriptions as inappropriate (cf. Fiske 1991, 
1992). Thus, MP standards seem to be highly relevant to 
everyday working life (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010).

In the present study, we follow Giessner and Van Quaque-
beke’s (2010) proposition and empirically test whether all 
four RMs (CS, AR, EM, and MP) may constitute ethical 
leadership norms. To do so, we model followers’ cognitive 
evaluation processes and probe whether followers make use 
of each RM reference framework in their leader evaluations. 
We chose a follower-centric approach, as Brown and col-
leagues (2005) regard followers’ individual perceptions as 
crucial to ethical leadership.
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From a follower-centric RMT perspective (Fiske 1991), 
ethical leadership refers to a follower–leader relationship 
that is coordinated according to the norms that followers 
consider appropriate. In line with Brown and colleagues’ 
relativistic view on appropriateness (2005), we assume that 
followers show individual differences regarding what norms 
they deem appropriate for their relationship with their leader. 
We also assume that followers may hold more than one RM 
appropriate as they experience their leader in diverse con-
text at work. This assumption finds support in RMT, which 
posits that people do not exclusively use a single RM for an 
interactant (Fiske 1991; Haslam 2004). For this reason, we 
chose a within study design asking each respondent about 
each RM.

As neither the ethical leadership theory (Brown et al. 
2005) nor RMT (Fiske 1991) detail the cognitive processes 
of moral judgment, we draw on the processes described for 
implicit leadership theories (ILTs; Lord et al. 1984; Van 
Quaquebeke et al. 2014) to substantiate our research. In 
leadership literature, ILTs offer a valuable means to under-
stand how individuals make sense of social context and 
form leader evaluations. Through socialization and past 
experiences with leaders, followers are assumed to develop 
cognitive schemas, i.e., knowledge structures about what a 
leader should be like (Foti and Lord 1987; Lord and Shon-
drick 2011). The mechanism behind leader evaluations is 
described as a match-based process, resulting from a per-
ceived fit of followers’ mentally represented leader schemas, 
i.e., their leader expectations, and their observations, i.e., 
their actual leader experience. The more discrepancies there 
are between the schema and the observation, the less likely 
it is that followers will categorize the observation into the 
expected schema and evaluate the leader accordingly.

We applied the match-based process suggested by ILTs 
to our research in order to examine when followers perceive 
their leaders as ethical. As such, we assume that follow-
ers’ ethical leadership perceptions result from a fit of their 
expected cognitive schemas, i.e., followers’ expected RM, 
and their actual observation, i.e., the RM that they prescribe 
to their actual leader interaction. In ILT research, expecta-
tions are usually operationalized in terms of typical (i.e., 
most frequent) and ideal (i.e., positively valenced) behaviors 
(Foti et al. 2017; Van Quaquebeke et al. 2014). As Brown 
and colleagues (2005) understand appropriateness as a 
positively valenced judgment, we operationalize followers’ 
RM expectations in terms of their ideal interaction with the 
leader. Consequently, we asked each study participant to rate 
for each RM (a) the extent to which the RM represented 
interaction principles they ideally wished for their relation-
ship with their leader (i.e., ideal RM expectation) and (b) 
the extent to which the interaction principles actually ruled 
their leader interaction (i.e., current RM). We predicted the 
less followers’ ideal and current RM will fit, i.e., the higher 

the incongruence, the less ethical followers will judge their 
leaders. Higher incongruence may warn followers that their 
leaders are likely to violate their conceptions of fair treat-
ment. Lower incongruence, on the other hand, may inform 
followers that their leaders are likely to consider the same 
coordination norms to be appropriate and play by the same 
rules. Assuming that each RM may constitute the foundation 
of ethical leadership, we expect the predicted incongruence 
effect with each of the four RMs described by RMT. We 
formulate our hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis The higher the incongruence between followers’ 
current and ideal relationship with a leader, the less likely 
followers will perceive that leader as ethical.

We test our incongruence hypothesis using Edwards’ 
polynomial regression approach, which is in line with mod-
ern standards in fit research (Edwards 2002; Edwards and 
Parry 1993).

Method

Data Collection and Participants

We aimed at a heterogeneous employee sample to be able 
to tap various types of follower–leader relationships. For 
this purpose, snowball sampling is an established recruiting 
technique (e.g., Morgeson and Humphrey 2006; Zapata et al. 
2013). An assistant on the project collected data via online 
questionnaires and in print. Invitations to participate online 
were distributed in the assistant’s personal network and were 
further disseminated in a snowball fashion (i.e., participants 
invited further participants in their network; for similar pro-
cedures see Mayer et al. 2009; Morgeson and Humphrey 
2006). Paper and pencil questionnaires were distributed on 
a frequent commuter rail line to Rotterdam. Respondents 
who reported to be currently employed and subordinated to 
at least one executive were eligible for participation. Partici-
pation was not incentivized.

Bilingual speakers translated the measures (detailed 
below) from English into Dutch (cf. Brislin 1970). We spe-
cifically focused on intraperson data (i.e., single source), as 
multi-source data measuring a fit of leaders’ and followers’ 
RMs can be misleading. According to RMT (Fiske 1991), 
follower and leader may hold different behavioral imple-
mentation rules for the same RM (e.g., due to cultural dif-
ferences). Thus, followers may misinterpret leaders’ actions 
and judge the leader as inappropriate, even though follower 
and leader have the same RM in mind. Our sample consisted 
of 101 employees, i.e., 45 female and 49 male respondents (7 
respondents did not indicate their gender). Respondents were 
on average 35.39 years old (SD = 13.28) with an average of 
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14.71 years of work experience (SD = 11.8) and 4.04 years 
of working experience with their leader (SD = 6.01). Half of 
the sample indicated that their leader was responsible for at 
least 15 employees, ranging from 1 to 3000 employees. Nine 
respondents indicated to be working in the manufacturing 
industry.

Measures

We informed participants that the survey’s intent was to 
uncover a better understanding of the relationships between 
leaders and their followers. We assured respondents that 
their data would be treated confidentially and anonymously. 
In order to guard against selective operationalization, we 
assessed the predictors by using two variants of the meas-
ures: RM vignettes and RM scale. Following the RM meas-
ures, we assessed the outcome variable ‘perceived ethical 
leadership,’ along with demographic variables.

RM Vignettes

This measure comprised four vignettes (see “Appendix”), 
each containing a one-paragraph descriptive summary of 
an RM. We adopted the vignettes from Haslam and Fiske 
(1992), who used them to categorize relationships and 
acquaintances in several empirical studies. The vignettes 
were presented unlabeled to the study participants (i.e., the 
specific RM behind each vignette was not explicitly stated). 
For each vignette, we instructed respondents to indicate (a) 
how much the description applied to their ideal relation-
ship with their leader and (b) how much the description 
applied to their current relationship with their leader, both 
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (= not at all) to 7 
(= fully). We explained that “ideal relationship” stood for 
the kind of relationship that respondents would personally 
wish for with their leader. “Current relationship” stood for 
the kind of relationship that respondents believed that they 
currently have with their work leader.

Vignettes Choice Measure

At the end of the RM vignettes measure, we asked respond-
ents to indicate which of the four previously described rela-
tionships, in their view, best represented their (a) ideal and 
(b) current relationship with their leader. This explorative 
choice measure assessed the perceived importance of one 
RM over the others (i.e., the perceived predominant RM in 
a follower–leader relationship). As such, the vignettes choice 
measure captures whether followers systematically prefer 
the CS “one-for-all and all-for-one” morality over other RM 
moralities in a follower–leader relationship, which would 
support the literature’s image of an ethical leader as one who 
is caring and attentive.

Note that the vignettes choice measure does not supply 
enough information to test our hypothesis. Predominant 
RMs do not accurately describe a follower–leader relation-
ship; they rather reflect typical interactions. However, there 
might be situations in a follower–leader relationship that 
invoke a different relational structure. It might be those rare, 
but personally relevant situations—untapped by predomi-
nant RMs—that have a strong effect on followers’ ethical 
leadership judgment. To address this issue, we assessed both 
the between-RM vignettes choice measure and the within-
RM measures (i.e., RM vignettes and RM scale, in which 
followers rated their leaders on each RM).

RM Scale

We adapted Vodosek’s (2009) 18-itemed scale (adjusting 
it from team focus to leader focus) that assesses the four 
RMs with a subscale each. In his study, Vodosek (2009) has 
demonstrated validity and reliability for the RM scale by 
showing acceptable results for confirmatory factor analy-
ses in a cross-validated sample. As in the RM vignettes, we 
instructed respondents to indicate (a) how often the state-
ment applied to the current relationship with their leader 
and (b) how often the statement should be true in an ideal 
relationship with their leader. All items were measured 
on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (= none of the time) to 5 
(= always). The current and ideal CS relationships were 
assessed with 5 items each (e.g., “If my leader or I need 
something, we give it to each other without expecting any-
thing in return”), as were the current and ideal EM rela-
tionships (e.g., “My leader and I often take turns in doing 
things”). The current and ideal AR relationships were 
assessed with 4 items each (e.g., “My leader makes the 
decisions and I generally go along”), as were the current 
and ideal MP relationships (e.g., “My leader and I make 
decisions according to the ratio of benefits and costs for 
each of us.”).

Ethical Leadership

To measure perceived ethical leadership, we employed the 
ELS by Brown and colleagues (2005). ELS comprises 10 
items, such as “My leader disciplines employees who violate 
ethical standards” or “My leader discusses business ethics 
or values with employees.” Participants’ responses were 
assessed on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (= strongly disa-
gree) to 5 (= strongly agree). Before respondents completed 
the items, we explicitly instructed them to think of the same 
leader that they considered for the RM measures.
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Analytic Strategy

We utilized polynomial regression and response surface 
analysis to test our incongruence hypothesis (Edwards 2002; 
Edwards and Parry 1993). Polynomial regression analysis is 
common in fit research and has replaced the use of difference 
scores over the past decade (Edwards 2002). It relies on quad-
ratic regression equations that serve as unconstrained equa-
tions for squared difference scores (e.g., Euclidean difference 
score). This allows for more reliable and precise outcome 
predictions at each combination of the two predictor vari-
ables (Edwards 2002). Meanwhile, response surface analysis 
is typically used to visualize and evaluate polynomial regres-
sion results. Following Edwards’ recommendations (Edwards 
and Parry 1993), we scale-centered our predictor variables 
at their scale-midpoint (i.e., 4 with the RM vignettes and 3 
with the RM scale) prior to regression analysis in order to 
facilitate the interpretation of results. For each RM measure 
(i.e., RM vignettes and RM scale) and each RM (i.e., CS, 
AR, EM, and MP), we estimated the following equation in 
which C stands for followers’ self-reported current relation-
ship with the leader, I stands for followers’ self-reported ideal 
relationship with the leader, and EL stands for the outcome, 
followers’ perceived ethical leadership:

This resulted in eight estimated equations. We used the R 
package RSA (Schönbrodt 2015) to estimate the regression 
coefficients, test for model significance, retrieve the relevant 
surface indicators (Table 2), and plot three-dimensional sur-
face charts that describe the nature of the examined empiri-
cal relationship (Fig. 1). The hypothesis testing includes 
robust errors due to polynomial regression equations encom-
passing non-parametric squared terms (Schönbrodt 2015).

We predicted that higher incongruence between followers’ 
ideal and current RMs relates negatively to followers’ ethical 
leadership perceptions. A significant and negative curvilinear 
slope along the incongruence line (i.e., I = − C) would sup-
port our hypothesis. The curvilinear slope is the key indicator 
of incongruence effects (Shanock et al. 2010), as it “captures 
how the degree of incongruence between the two predictor 
variables may influence the outcome variable” (p. 546). In 
our case, the surface along the incongruence line would need 
to illustrate an inverted U-shape. The incongruence line runs 
from the front corner (e.g., I = 2 and C = − 2) to the rear 
corner (e.g., I = − 2 and C = 2) of the three-dimensional 
response surface chart. Accordingly, ethical leadership scores 
are expected to be lower in the area where ideal and current 
RM scores are maximally incongruent (e.g., I = 2 and C = 
− 2 as well as I = − 2 and C = 2). Conversely, higher ethical 
leadership scores are expected in the area where followers’ 
ideal RMs fit the perceived current RMs (i.e., I = C). The 
curvilinear slope is calculated by a4 = b3 − b4 + b5 (where 

EL = b
0
+ b

1
C + b

2
I + b

3
C
2
+ b

4
CI + b

5
I
2
+ e.

b3 is the coefficient for C2, b4 is the coefficient for the cross-
product of C and I, and b5 is the coefficient for I2).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports the mean values, standard deviations, cor-
relations, and reliability estimates for all variables. Two cor-
relational findings suggest construct validity: First, we found 
significantly positive correlations between corresponding 
RMs in the two variants of the RM measure (i.e., current RM 
vignette and current RM scale). Second, within each RM 
measure (i.e., within RM vignettes and within RM scale), we 
found the highest positive correlations between current RMs 
and the corresponding ideal. Moreover, the corresponding 
RMs within each measure correlate at a moderate level, 
which suggests that, on average, our respondents work in 
leader–follower relationships that do not always meet their 
ideal leader relationship concept.

Hypothesis Testing

We conducted polynomial regression and response surface 
analyses to test the incongruence effects of followers’ ideal 
and actual leader relational concepts on followers’ perceived 
ethical leadership (Edwards 2002). We performed the analy-
ses on the individual level. Because we assessed the pre-
dictors using two variants of the RM measures, we have 
reported the results in two corresponding sections. Addition-
ally, for exploratory purposes, we analyzed responses to the 
vignettes choice measure to assess the perceived importance 
of one RM over the others.

Results for Vignettes Choice Measure

We asked respondents to indicate which of the four described 
RMs corresponded to their actual and ideal relationships 
with their leader. The majority of the respondents (44%) 
identified AR as the predominant current RM, 15% as CS, 
20% as EM, and 21% as MP. The responses on ideal RMs 
were more equally distributed: 30% of the respondents indi-
cated CS as their ideal leader relationship, 25% AR, 25% 
EM, and 20% MP. The results support our study purpose 
by showing that (a) all four RMs seem to exist in follow-
ers’ construal of their actual relationship with the leader and 
(b) overall, the morality underlying CS seem to be as desir-
able to followers as moralities based on AR, EM, and MP. 
Moreover, 54% of respondents prescribed a different RM to 
their ideal leader–follower relationship than to their actual. 
This is an indicator of incongruence and thus supports the 
investigation into incongruence effects.
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Results for RM Vignettes

We estimated polynomial regression equations for each 
RM to test for incongruence effects on followers’ ethical 
leadership perceptions. The results in Table 2 reveal that 
the five polynomial terms were jointly significant for the 
CS, AR, and EM models, respectively, explaining 35% (CS, 
p < 0.001), 36% (AR, p < 0.001), and 18% (EM, p = 0.002) 
of variance in the outcome. The MP equation explained 9% 
of variance in the outcome, but did not reach significance 
(p = 0.107). Thus, the MP coefficients and response surface 
should be interpreted cautiously (Edwards 2002).

A key indicator of incongruence effects is the curvilinear 
slope (i.e., a4) along the incongruence line (i.e., I = − C) in 
the three-dimensional response surface chart. We predicted 

a negative curvilinear slope along the incongruence line: 
Less convergence between the two predictor variables in 
the response surface would indicate lower perceived ethi-
cal leadership. We used unstandardized polynomial regres-
sion coefficients to calculate a4 (Table 2). As expected, the 
curvilinear slopes were significant and negative for each 
RM equation (CS: a4 = − 0.20, p < 0.001; AR: a4 = − 0.25, 
p < 0.001; EM: a4 = − 0.22, p = 0.019; MP: a4 = − 0.15, 
p = 0.006).

We then plotted the response surfaces using the estimated 
regression coefficients. As predicted, all plotted response 
surfaces showed a downward curvature along the incongru-
ence line (Fig. 1a–d). The level of perceived ethical leader-
ship was lower at both the front corner (i.e., I = 3 and C 
= − 3) and the rear corner (i.e., I = − 3 and C = 3) in all 

Table 2  Results of polynomial 
regression and response surface 
analysis

N = 101
b0–b5 are unstandardized regression coefficients. a1–a4 were calculated from polynomial regression coef-
ficients (e.g., Shanock et al. 2010). Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses
C current relationship, I ideal relationship, CS communal sharing, AR authority ranking, EM equal match-
ing, MP market pricing
† p = 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

CS AR EM MP

Relational models vignettes
 Intercept (b0) 3.81 (0.10)*** 3.58 (0.11)*** 3.79 (0.12)*** 3.56 (0.10)***
 C (b1) 0.22 (0.05)*** 0.16 (0.04)*** 0.05 (0.08) < 0.00 (0.06)
 I (b2) − 0.10 (0.05)* 0.02 (0.05) 0.05 (0.09) 0.01 (0.06)
 C2 (b3) − 0.09 (0.02)*** − 0.13 (0.02)*** − 0.10 (0.04)** − 0.08 (0.04)†

 C × I (b4) 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.02)*** 0.07 (0.05) 0.08 (0.03)**
 I2 (b5) − 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) − 0.04 (0.03) > 0.00 (0.03)
 R2 0.35*** 0.36*** 0.18** 0.09

Congruence line (I = C)
 Slope (a1) 0.11 (0.04)** 0.18 (0.05)** 0.10 (0.06) 0.00 (0.06)
 Curvature (a2) − 0.01 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03) − 0.07 (0.04)† 0.00 (0.03)

Incongruence line (I = − C)
 Slope (a3) 0.32 (0.09)*** 0.14 (0.07)† − 0.00 (0.15) − 0.01 (0.10)
 Curvature (a4) − 0.20 (0.04)*** − 0.25 (0.04)*** − 0.22 (0.09)* − 0.15 (0.06)**

Relational models scale
 Intercept (b0) 3.43 (0.10)*** 3.53(0.11)*** 3.65(0.10)*** 3.53 (0.11)***
 C (b1) 0.39 (0.13)** < 0.00 (0.13) − 0.13 (0.09) 0.05 (0.14)
 I (b2) 0.53 (0.20)** 0.21 (0.13) 0.39 (0.10)*** 0.13 (0.14)
 C2 (b3) − 0.19 (0.08)* − 0.20 (0.11)† − 0.47 (0.08)*** − 0.25 (0.10)*
 C × I (b4) 0.32 (0.12)** 0.48 (0.16)*** 0.53 (0.08)*** 0.45 (0.15)**
 I2 (b5) − 0.34 (0.13)** − 0.10 (0.14) 0.09 (0.09) 0.03 (0.13)
 R2 0.48*** 0.20*** 0.38*** 0.27***

Congruence line (I = C)
 Slope (a1 = b1 + b2) 0.92 (0.23)*** 0.21 (0.12)† 0.27 (0.09)** 0.18 (0.08)*
 Curvature (a2 = b3 + b4 + b5) − 0.20 (0.15) 0.18 (0.12) 0.14 (0.08) 0.23 (0.07)**

Incongruence line (I = − C)
 Slope (a3 = b1 − b2) − 0.13 (0.25) − 0.21 (0.23) − 0.51 (0.17)** − 0.09 (0.26)
 Curvature (a4 = b3 − b4 + b5) − 0.85 (0.21)*** − 0.78 (0.32)* − 0.91 (0.15)*** − 0.67 (0.30)*
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Fig. 1  Surface Charts Relat-
ing Ethical Leadership to 
Followers’ Ideal and Current 
Relational Model Responses. 
The charts a–d relate to the 
relational models vignettes, 
while the charts e–h relate to 
the relational models scale. CS 
communal sharing, AR author-
ity ranking, EM equal matching, 
MP market pricing
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response surfaces. Accordingly, the findings in the RM 
vignettes support our hypothesis for CS, AR, and EM. The 
MP response surface showed the predicted pattern of results, 
but the insignificant polynomial model suggests a need for 
tentative interpretation. Overall, the response surfaces sup-
port our prediction: The more incongruence there is between 
ideal and current RMs, the less ethical leadership followers 
perceive. In our analysis, three of the four RMs showed the 
predicted incongruence effect on ethical leadership.

Results for RM Scale

Since the RM vignettes tapped each RM with one item only, 
we sought to conceptually replicate the hypothesized incon-
gruence effects with an additional measure. To this end, the 
RM scale assessed each RM with multiple items (Vodosek 
2009) while following the same analytical procedure as with 
the RM vignettes. We estimated polynomial regression equa-
tions for each RM. The results in Table 2 reveal that the 
five polynomial terms were jointly significant for each RM 
equation, explaining a significant amount of variance in the 
outcome (CS: 48%, p < 0.001; AR: 20%, p < 0.001; EM: 
38%, p < 0.001; MP: 27%, p < 0.001).

Again, we considered the curvature slope (i.e., a4) along 
the incongruence line (i.e., I = − C) as the key indicator 
of the hypothesized incongruence effect. We predicted 
a negative curvilinear slope along the incongruence line: 
Less convergence between the two predictor variables in 
the response surface would indicate lower perceived ethical 
leadership. We used unstandardized polynomial regression 
coefficients to calculate a4 (Table 2). Again, the curvilinear 
slopes were significant and negative for each RM equation 
(CS: a4 = − 0.85, p < 0.001; AR: a4 = − 0.78, p = 0.016; EM: 
a4 = − 0.91, p < 0.001; MP: a4 = − 0.67, p = 0.025).

We then plotted the response surfaces using the estimated 
regression coefficients. Figure 1e–h reveals a downward cur-
vature along the incongruence line in each plotted response 
surface. Again, the level of perceived ethical leadership was 
lower at the front corner (i.e., I = 2 and C = − 2) and the 
rear corner (i.e., I = − 2 and C = 2) of the response surfaces. 
Accordingly, the findings in the RM scale fully support 
our hypothesis and supplement our findings from the RM 
vignettes. As predicted, all response surfaces showed lower 
ethical leadership levels with higher incongruence between 
ideal and current RMs. All RMs showed the predicted incon-
gruence effect on ethical leadership.

Discussion

Our study is motivated by the lack of prescriptive informa-
tion in Brown and colleagues’ approach to ethical leader-
ship conceptualized as “normatively appropriate conduct” 

(2005, p. 120). Following from prior theorizing (Giessner 
and Van Quaquebeke 2010; Rai and Fiske 2011), we argue 
that the kinds of norms and ethical standards that followers 
deem appropriate depend on the particular relational con-
text. Drawing on RMT (Fiske 1991), a prescriptive moral 
framework in which each of the four RMs (i.e., CS, AR, 
EM, and MP) implies a distinct coordination norm, our 
study sheds light on the norms that followers use as refer-
ence frameworks to their ethical leadership judgments. Our 
results revealed that followers’ ethical leadership perceptions 
result from a fit between the RM that followers deem appro-
priate and the RM that they actually prescribe to their leader 
interactions; hence, our hypothesis was fully supported. 
Moreover, we found that all four RMs were relevant to the 
formation of followers’ ethical leadership judgments. These 
findings are intriguing for several reasons: They underpin 
the normative foundation in the ethical leadership definition 
(Brown et al. 2005); they contextualize ethical conduct in 
follower–leader relationships (Giessner and Van Quaque-
beke 2010; Rai and Fiske 2011), and they advise scholars 
against restricting ethical leadership to behavioral expecta-
tions or a communal mindset (Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 
2010).

Theoretical Implications

Our study advances the ethical leadership literature in multi-
ple ways. First, our results extend the so far limited perspec-
tive on ethical leadership regarding the number and contents 
of norms in Brown and colleagues’ ethical leadership con-
ception. Thus far, ethical leaders have been mainly described 
in communal terms reflecting CS relational standards 
(Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010). However, by apply-
ing a comprehensive and exhaustive theoretical framework 
of relational norms (i.e., RMT; Fiske 1991) to Brown and 
colleagues’ (2005) ethical leadership conception, our results 
demonstrate that ethical leadership also exists in hierarchical 
(AR), egalitarian (EM), or utilitarian (MP) follower–leader 
relationships.

Specifically, results from the vignettes choice measure 
illustrate that followers did not show a particular preference 
regarding their ideal leader RM; their preferences were 
rather evenly distributed. More importantly, we modeled fol-
lowers’ evaluation processes and tested whether they make 
use of each RM normset in their leader evaluations. For each 
of the four RMs, we estimated statistical models using two 
variants of RM measures: The results support our assump-
tions inasmuch as all but one of the eight statistical models 
reached significance. All four RM normsets seem to play a 
role in followers’ leader evaluations. Regarding the vignettes 
measure, CS, AR, and EM explained 18–36% of the vari-
ance in followers’ ethical leadership perceptions, whereas 
the four RMs in the scale measure accounted for 20–48% of 
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variance. In both measures, CS explained the most variance 
in the outcome. This finding is not surprising, considering 
that some items in ELS seem conceptually closer to the rela-
tional normset of CS (e.g., “listens to what employees have 
to say,” “has the best interests of employees in mind”; Brown 
et al. 2005, p. 126) than to AR, EM, or MP.

In the vignettes measure, the MP model did not explain 
a significant amount of variance in the outcome, although 
the MP response surface showed the predicted surface pat-
tern. We assume that the non-significant finding may have 
derived from the response formats: Whereas the vignettes 
measure assessed each RM by a holistic descriptive para-
graph, the scale offered a more reliable assessment of each 
RM through multiple items. As the MP model in the more 
reliable scale measure reached significance, we believe the 
results are trustworthy and interpret them in support of our 
assumption. By showing that all four relational normsets 
may constitute ethical leadership, we do not only address a 
major research gap in ethical leadership literature—namely, 
the lack of prescriptive information (Hannah et al. 2014; 
Hoch et al. 2016; Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe 2008)—but 
also demonstrate that ELS is biased toward a communal 
leader mindset.

Second, our study lends strong support to ethical leader-
ship being a perceptual phenomenon rather than a set of 
behavioral descriptions. Behavioral descriptions promise 
more or less specific guidance to leaders (s. Brown et al. 
2005; Kalshoven et al. 2011). However, the more specific 
behavioral descriptions are, the more idealistic is the image 
they create of an ethical leader. Largely neglecting individ-
ual and contextual differences, behavior-based ethical lead-
ership measures are likely to miss the full complexity of 
the phenomenon. To account for this, Brown and colleagues 
(2005) chose rather unspecific behavioral descriptions and 
leave the definition of appropriateness to the eye of the indi-
vidual beholder.

Our study closely builds on Brown and colleagues’ (2005) 
work and investigates when followers perceive their leaders 
as appropriate. Based on the match-based processes sug-
gested by ILTs, we hypothesized and consistently found for 
each RM that followers’ ethical leadership evaluations result 
from a fit of their RM expectations (i.e., ideal RM) and the 
extent to which the RM actually rules their leader–follower 
interaction (i.e., current RM). Specifically, we expected 
lower ethical leadership scores with higher incongruence 
between followers’ ideal and current RM. Results show 
consistently the predicted negative relationship in each RM 
model across the two variants of RM measures and therefore 
fully support our incongruence hypothesis. As expected, all 
resulting response surfaces depict a downward curvature 
along the incongruence line. Followers seem to hold indi-
vidual, context-specific expectations regarding the coordi-
nation norm that they consider appropriate in their leader 

interactions. Consequently, our findings validate Brown and 
colleagues’ (2005) relativistic view on appropriateness.

Incongruence effects do not necessarily imply that higher 
congruence relates to higher ethical leadership perceptions. 
We did not have solid theoretical ground to predict con-
gruence effects, nor did we find any. However, we found 
two effects along the line of congruence that could advance 
theory development. In both RM measures, the slope along 
the congruence line (as indicated by  a1 in Table 2) was 
significantly positive in the CS and AR surface. The slope 
along the congruence line depicts how perfect agreement in 
the predictors relates to the outcome. A positive significant 
slope along the congruence line means that followers’ ethi-
cal leadership perceptions increase the more the predictors 
increase. Specifically, the more followers deem CS or AR as 
their ideal interaction standards and see their leaders acting 
accordingly, the more ethical followers will evaluate their 
leader interaction on average. On the other hand, the less 
followers deem CS or AR as their ideal interaction standards 
and see their leaders acting accordingly, the less ethical fol-
lowers will evaluate their leaders on average. This finding is 
in line with the ethical leadership literature inasmuch as CS 
standards are reflected in caring and community-oriented 
leader expectations and AR standards are reflected in lead-
ers’ function as role models (Brown et al. 2005).

Third, our results extend ethical leadership literature by 
adding a relational nuance to the ethical leadership notion. 
So far, ethical leadership studies followed a rather one-sided 
approach describing leader behaviors (Brown et al. 2005; 
Kalshoven et al. 2011) or characteristics (Eisenbeiss 2012; 
Resick et al. 2006; Riggio et al. 2010). However, Brown and 
colleagues refer to ethical leadership as a “two-way com-
munication” between follower and leader (2005, p. 120). 
By taking a relational perspective of normatively appropri-
ate conduct in ethical leadership, our research studied fol-
lower–leader interaction norms. In RMT (Fiske 1991), inter-
action norms constitute higher-order level constructs that 
comprise culture-specific behavioral manifestations (Fiske 
1992). They represent distinct moralities in interpersonal 
contact and group behaviors of similar intent. While behav-
ioral descriptions such as “listens to what employees have to 
say” (ELS; Brown et al. 2005, p. 126) can be associated with 
CS as much as AR standards, the intention of the actor and 
its meaning for the interactant, however, differ depending on 
the respective reference framework. Leader characteristics 
follow a similar issue inasmuch as the term ‘caring leader’ 
can be descriptive of an CS as much as an AR leader. It is the 
form and nature of the underlying morality that prescribes 
meaning to the interactants, i.e., whether the leader cares for 
followers’ needs or his/her standing in the company. Inter-
action norms, however, represent elementary structures of 
social life (Fiske 1991).
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Study Strengths and Limitations

Our study bears a number of empirical strengths. First, 
incongruence effects were found consistently across two 
RM measures. Second, we garnered a heterogeneous sam-
ple, one that represents a mix of leader and work experience 
while being relatively balanced for gender. As such, we have 
confidence in the robustness of our results. Third, we used 
polynomial regression analysis and reported robust errors to 
achieve reliable outcome predictions at each predictor com-
bination. Finally, we closely build our rationale on Brown 
and colleagues’ (2005) ethical leadership concept, which is 
at the core of most research on ethical leadership.

Granted, any discussion of our study’s theoretical impli-
cations must be done in light of its limitations. First, the use 
of cross-sectional field data prevents us from drawing causal 
inferences. Based on Brown and colleagues’ (2005) theory 
and in tandem with recent attempts to integrate social and 
moral psychology (Haidt 2008; Rai and Fiske 2011), we 
have reason to assume that followers’ relational sense-mak-
ing precedes ethical leader judgment. However, we cannot 
rule out reversed or reciprocal effects. As such, a leader with 
a strong or weak ethical reputation may influence the way 
followers construe their relationship with the leader. Future 
experimental and longitudinal study designs may shed fur-
ther light on causation.

Second, all our data were collected through a self-report 
questionnaire. Hence, common method variance may have 
biased the correlations of our focal variables (Conway and 
Lance 2010). However, we were interested in incongruence 
effects, for which the critical indicator (i.e., the curvature 
slope along the incongruence line) is based on the squared 
term of each predictor variable and their interaction term. 
Thus, common method variance cannot explain our find-
ings (McClelland and Judd 1993). If anything, it would work 
against finding incongruence, as survey research tends to 
underestimate interaction effects (Evans 1985).

Third, although the correlational patterns are in line 
with our expectations, some correlations between the RM 
vignettes and the RM scale could be expected to be slightly 
higher. Given the fact that we have found the expected 
incongruence effects across the RM measures in every RM 
surface, the moderate overlap between the RM measures 
does not threaten our results. However, this finding may have 
implications for the measurement of RMs in future research. 
As the RM scale has undergone a proper developmental 
process (Vodosek 2009) and has higher reliability than the 
vignettes measure, we advise researchers to work with and 
further develop the RM scale.

Furthermore, our theorizing pertains to followers’ indi-
vidual cognitions, which are best assessed through follow-
ers’ self-reports. Other reports, such as the leader’s view on 
the relationship with the follower, may add an interesting 

nuance to the study of social cognition and ethical lead-
ership, shedding light on conflicting interpretations of the 
same RM (cf. Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010). This 
would result in a different research question than the one 
we pursued in the present study, but it nonetheless deserves 
further research.

Finally, while our snowballing sampling strategy resulted 
in a heterogeneous sample, we cannot rule out the possibility 
that part of the data was nested within a leader, organization, 
or other context variable that we did not assess. This might 
have influenced our data—but notably cannot account for 
the pattern of results. Nevertheless, future research could 
illuminate this matter by gathering more homogenous data, 
such as nested within leaders.

Managerial Implications

Although our study’s primary focus was on theoretical 
advancement, there are critical managerial implications for a 
relational perspective of ethical leadership. Our findings sub-
stantiate the notion that there is more than one way to lead 
ethically. Hence, we advise leaders against the widespread 
conviction that only a communal and altruistic leader is an 
ethical leader. In fact, leaders run the risk of losing credibil-
ity if they act in accordance with inflicted ideals instead of 
their persona. Credibility is at the heart of effective leader-
ship (Kouzes and Posner 1993) and a crucial building block 
in Brown and colleagues’ (2005) understanding of an ethical 
leader.

Furthermore, our results advise leaders to engage with 
followers’ expectations in order to be an effective ethical 
leader. In general, we oppose executive training formats that 
focus on a list of ethical behaviors. Behaviors represent brief 
snapshots of an interaction and should not be considered 
out of context. In fact, it is illusive to consider behaviors as 
‘one size fits all’ solutions. Instead, we want to highlight that 
followers judge their leaders based on relational schema. 
RMs (Fiske 1991) are inherently fair, follow a long-term per-
spective, and contextualize behaviors. Specifically, we found 
that greater fit between followers’ ideal and current RMs is 
more likely to be associated with ethical leadership percep-
tions. Thus, we strongly advise executives being trained in 
communication skills and relationship regulation to find and 
maintain ethical consensus with their followers.

On a related note, leaders who wish to take a stronger 
stance on business ethics need to be aware of possible 
misconceptions in their interactions. Leaders may be able 
to minimize the risk of misconceptions by understanding 
that the same behavior can align with different coordina-
tion norms and thus convey different ethical standards. For 
instance, providing detailed explanations may help to fur-
ther contextualize decisions and actions. This seems espe-
cially important in times of crisis when organizations need 
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to compromise between their profitability and their loyalty 
toward their employees. An appropriate communication 
method may work to acknowledge employees’ wishes for 
comfort and loyalty while also explaining why the employer 
needs to deviate from the predominant coordination norm 
in the given situation. This way, organizations may be able 
to reach an explicit agreement with employees rather than 
violating the RM expected by followers.

Furthermore, knowing about different RMs may improve 
leaders’ ability to read followers’ behaviors and discover 
their expectations. In that vein, intercultural trainings are 
particularly relevant, especially in multi-national enter-
prises where trainings aim to sensitize employees to cul-
ture-dependent behavioral differences within the same 
RM. Newly appointed leaders may need to listen carefully 
to their followers, ask about critical prior experience with 
leaders, and pay attention to the organizational culture and 
its implied coordination norms. For instance, family or 
start-up businesses that promote a sense of community may 
trigger CS relationships among followers and leaders. How-
ever, companies with a strong hierarchical structure make 
CS relationships among followers and leaders less likely. 
Therefore, leaders need to be aware of the context in which 
they act, as organizational cultures and norms may have a 
strong impact on followers’ expectations (Giessner and Van 
Quaquebeke 2010).

In sum, our investigation adds contextual nuance to the 
overly simplistic prescriptions for ethical leader behav-
iors. Contrary to prior literature, we argue that a relational 
approach, in which leaders actively engage with follower 
expectations, is of crucial importance for ethical leadership 
to evolve.

Conclusions

Our study findings suggest that each distinct normset in 
RMT (Fiske 1992) can constitute ethical leadership (Brown 
et al. 2005). In this way, our study extends ethical leadership 
literature by providing prescriptive information about the 
normative foundation in ethical leadership and the relational 
context in which those norms are considered appropriate. 
Our findings back up the notion that ethical leadership is a 
perceptual phenomenon rather than a behavioral prescription 
(Giessner and Van Quaquebeke 2010) and advise against 
narrowing ethical leaders down to a communal, altruistic 
mindset. We encourage future research to further investigate 
relational approach of ethical leadership using RMT as a 
contextualized moral framework.
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